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Cool Town: How Athens, Georgia Launched 
Alternative Music and Changed American Culture.  
Grace Elizabeth Hale.  Chapel Hill: University of North 





Athens, Georgia has long been known as a party town, but 
in the 1970’s and 80’s the music scene in Athens exploded 
with a whole new kind of party. During these years, Athens 
blazed onto the national and international music scene, 
providing a nurturing environment for creative students and 
artists experimenting with alternative lifestyles, music and 
art. Helping to foster a bohemian culture were art students 
and faculty from the University of Georgia, musicians 
exploring innovative music, and Athens native, Jeremy 
Ayers, former star of Warhol’s the Factory. The band, the 
B-52’s, helped kick off the party. 
 
Grace Elizabeth Hale, professor of American Studies and 
History at the University of Virginia, and observer of and 
participant in the independent scene in Athens as a 
University of Georgia undergraduate in the 1980’s, brings a 
detailed and personal point of view to this history. Based 
on many interviews with band members, as well as scene 
participants, she recounts in depth the genesis, history and 
impact of the B-52’s, Pylon, R.E.M., Bar-B-Q Killers, 
Love Tractor, the Method Actors and other influential 
Athens bands. 
 
Dance music was the B-52’s raison d’etre.  Keith 
Strickland, Fred Schneider, Kate Pierson, and Ricky and 
Cindy Wilson flamboyantly embraced drag and cross-
dressing, bringing it onto the local stage with exuberance 
and a spirit of fun.  Hale notes that the B-52’s were 
generous to other local bands, even after moving to New 
York, continuing to extend a helping hand to upcoming 
Athens groups.  Pylon expanded on the B-52’s success with 
performance as art, creating original dance music 
appreciated by the bohemian crowd. 
 
Hale covers many exceptional bands and musicians 
exhibiting a breakout style and sound, such as the Bar-B-Q 
Killers, Love Tractor, the Method Actors and Vic Chesnutt. 
Many received their due recognition in Athens, but few had 
the business acumen and musical talent R.E.M. 
displayed.  Ultimately achieving international renown, and 
making the cover of Rolling Stone twice, band members 
maintained their ties with Athens. Though only Michael 
Stipe was born in the South, they all benefited from the 
inclusive bohemian culture of this small southern college 
town as much as any regional musician. 
 
The author largely devotes the second half of the book to 
regional folk art influence on the music, journalism that 
covered the Athens music scene and her own participation 
in the life of the town as an entrepreneur and member of the 
musical group Cordy Lon. Hale also addresses the difficult 
issues of race and gender. She notes the overwhelmingly 
white make-up of the Athens music scene reflected the 
predominant demographic of the campus at UGA where 
many of the band members were current or former students. 
Sexism, also, was evident, where, though there were many 
female musicians, too often women played the supporting 
role, collaborating in the creative process, but not getting 
recognition for their contributions. 
 
If Roger Lyle Brown’s book, Party Out of Bounds: The B-
52’s, R.E.M., and the kids who rocked Athens, Georgia, 
was in his words “a conjuration” generally based on oral 
history of the alternative music scene in Athens and told 
from a journalist’s perspective, Grace Elizabeth Hale takes 
the historian’s tack and delves into the documented 
specifics of the various bands and the cultural motifs of that 
musical era.  A list of interviewees, photographs, copious 
chapter notes and a comprehensive index reflect the 
author’s extensive research credentials. Both are enjoyable 
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Household War: How Americans Lived and Fought the 
Civil War.  Edited by Lisa Tendrich Frank and LeeAnn 
Whites.  Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2020.  ISBN 
9-780-8203-5634-1 (Pbk: $32.95); 9-780-8203-5631-0 
(Hdbk: $99.95).  316 p. 
 
 
Selecting this book, Household War: How Americans Lived 
and Fought the Civil War, to read and review came about 
upon seeing its title. I thought this might be the first book 
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on the Civil War to pique my interest. What did the editors 
find fascinating about “households” and the Civil War?  
 
In the past my brothers, my sons, and some male colleagues 
often commented on a variety of Civil War battlegrounds 
they visited or researched. To me mounds of dirt and 
monument markers were sad memorials to so many young 
men who fought and died in bloody scrimmages. So very 
tragic. Also, I found little interest in the Civil War as a 
passionate research topic.   
 
However, when I saw Lisa Tendrich Frank and LeeAnn 
Whites 2020 book title, Household War: How Americans 
Lived and Fought the Civil War, I was eager to read it.  To 
set the stage for their collection of essays, they said “This 
volume is based on a simple but important premise: that the 
Civil War can be read as a household war, a conflict rooted 
in, fought by and waged against households as a physical 
place and an ideological construct: households were the 
guiding principle behind many of the war’s causes”. (Intro, 
1)  
 
This 300+ page book holds a collection of essays by 12 
writers on the following topics in:  
 
• Chapter 1 “The Importance of the Household 
to Civil War Behavior” 
• Chapter 2 “The Wartime View of the 
Household”  
• Chapter 3 “The Household as the Site of War”  
• Chapter 4 “Reconstructing the Household”.  
Some particularly memorable essays are: 
 
• “Householder and General Lee’s War as a 
Household War”, p. 35 
• “The Soldier’s Dream of Home”, p. 77 
• “Written on the Heart: Soldiers Letters, the 
Household Supply line and the Relational 
War”, p. 118 
• “Afterword: From Household to Personhood 
in America”, p. 287. 
This book is recommended for public libraries, academic 
libraries, historical societies, and theological libraries. 
 
Carol Walker Jordan, Ph.D., MLIS 
  
